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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention refers to an electrodeposition process
of nickel-cobalt coatings (2), from aqueous solutions con-
taining nickel and cobalt salts, by applying a pulsed wave-
form in the cathodic current range. It also refers to nickel-
cobalt coatings (2), obtained by this process in a substrate
(1), having a dendritic structure (4) supported by a base-
layer (3) at the interface with the substrate, and being thus
mechanically stable. Such nickel-cobalt coatings (2) have
application in energy storage and conversion areas.
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1
ELECTRODEPOSITION PROCESS OF
NICKEL—COBALT COATINGS WITH

DENDRITIC STRUCTURE

FIELD OF INVENTION

1. Technical Field of the Invention

The present invention refers to an electrodeposition pro-
cess for transition metal coatings from the fourth period, in
particular, nickel-cobalt (Ni—Co) with a dendritic porous
structure supported by a continuous layer, in conductive
substrates, from aqueous solutions of divalent nickel salt and
divalent cobalt salt by application of a pulsed current wave
in the cathodic regime. The nickel-cobalt coatings (2) depos-
ited in such a way present adequate properties for applica-
tion as supercapacitor electrodes for energy storage.

2. Background of the Invention

Nickel-cobalt alloys have a wide range of technological
applications and are particularly interesting due to their
magnetic properties along with a high corrosion and tem-
perature resistance. Currently, these alloys have important
applications such as electrode materials for energy storage
and conversion devices. Recently, nickel-cobalt coatings
have been proposed as electrode materials for supercapaci-
tors due to their multiple oxidation states and high theoreti-
cal specific capacitance [1-2]. The electrochemical response
of these materials can be substantially improved if they have
a tridimensional porous structure that promotes a higher
surface area and improves the access of ions and electrons
to the active surface. The combination of a high surface area
with the redox processes corresponding to alterations in the
oxidation state of the metallic cations will allow high energy
storage capacities in both alkaline and acidic medium. The
surface area and porosity of the metallic coatings can be
considerably improved if they are produced with foam-like
or dendritic morphologies. Dendrites are tridimensional
structures formed by a main stem from which primary arms
irradiate that may contain secondary arms, forming a struc-
ture similar to a tree.

Among the various techniques available for the produc-
tion of metallic coatings, electrodeposition stands out due to
its versatility and economic viability. Electrodeposition
allows tuning the properties of the deposited films (mor-
phology, chemical composition, porosity, thickness) by
varying the deposition parameters such as composition and
pH of the electrolytic solution, current density and wave-
form.

There is a large number of patents and scientific papers
that describe electrodeposition methods of nickel-cobalt
coatings [3]. For example, U.S. Pat. No. 4,053,373 by
McMullen [4], U.S. Pat. No. 4,069,112 by Harbulak [5] and
U.S. Pat. No. 4,565,611 by Wagner [6] describe electrode-
position processes of nickel-cobalt alloys from aqueous
solutions containing nickel sulfate, cobalt sulfate, boric acid
and several additives in order to obtain bright coatings with
a uniform thickness and high ductility. U.S. Pat. No. 4,565,
611 by Walter [7] describes an electrodeposition process for
nickel-cobalt alloys from electrolyte solutions containing
nickel sulfamate, cobalt sulfamate, boric acid and a wetting
agent. The deposition process is carried out under strong
stirring, resulting in alloys with a high mechanical resis-
tance, containing 35 and 55% of cobalt.

U.S. Pat. No. 6,036,833 by Tang [8] and U.S. Pat. No.
6,790,332 by Ewald [9] describe the electrodeposition of
nickel-cobalt alloys by applying alternating pulses of anodic
and cathodic current.
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U.S. Pat. No. 6,036,833 by Tang [8] refers several elec-
trolytic solutions containing sulfonated naphthalene as addi-
tive, allowing the deposition of nickel-cobalt alloys free of
internal stresses. In the process described by Ewald [9] the
ratio between the anodic and the cathodic current densities
is kept between 1 and 1.5, aiming at highly soldering,
uniform and compact coatings.

U.S. Pat. No. 4,555,317 by Nicolas [10] describes the
fabrication of an active surface, formed by a nickel substrate
and a dendritic porous coating. This coating is electrode-
posited from an electrolyte solution containing nickel oxide
or cobalt oxide. This patent [10] does not refer the co-
deposition or simultaneous deposition of the two metals,
being only described the fabrication of dendritic coatings of
nickel or cobalt for application as cathodes for hydrogen
production. On the other hand, electrodeposition of said
dendritic coatings is only performed in nickel substrates or
other nickel-coated substrates and its applicability is not
demonstrated for other substrates.

Another pulsed electrodeposition process is described in
US Patent Application 20110083967 by Ruan [11], with the
aim of producing aluminum-manganese alloys from non-
aqueous solutions. In this process, applied to ionic liquids,
different current waveforms may be used, containing
cathodic pulses, off-time and/or anodic pulses, with a typical
duration between 0.2 and 2000 ms.

In what concerns scientific publications, only a limited
number of papers refers the simultaneous electrodeposition
of nickel-cobalt with dendritic structure, most of which aim
at producing disperse deposits or powders [12-14].

Jovic et al. [12] describe the formation of nickel-cobalt
powders, by galvanostatic deposition, in glassy carbon sub-
strates from electrolytes containing nickel sulfate, cobalt
sulfate and ammonium sulfate. The authors have obtained
nickel-cobalt powders with dendritic structure by applying a
current density of -500 mA/cm? in a solution with a nickel-
cobalt molar ratio of 1.5.

In a similar study, Maksimovi¢ et al. [13] have analyzed
the electrodeposition of nickel-cobalt powders on glassy
carbon substrates from electrolytes containing nickel sulfate,
cobalt sulfate, boric acid and ammonium sulfate by the
application of a constant current density of -70 mA/cm?.
The authors have developed powders with bidimensional
dendritic structure in solutions with nickel-cobalt molar ratio
of 1.

Rafailovi¢ et al. [14] have studied the microstructure of
disperse deposits of nickel-cobalt alloys on copper sub-
strates obtained by galvanostatic deposition from electrolyte
solutions containing nickel sulfate, cobalt sulfate, ammo-
nium chloride and ammonium hydroxide. Disperse deposits
with a dendritic structure were obtained when the nickel-
cobalt ratio in solution was 2 by applying a constant current
density of —-65 mA/cm?>.

On the other hand, using the same electrolytic solution
with a nickel-cobalt molar ratio of 1, the same authors [15]
have produced a nickel-cobalt coating with a porous den-
dritic structure on copper substrates.

However, this type of deposit could only be obtained by
applying a current density of —400 mA/cm?, which, due to
the simultaneous intense hydrogen evolution, led to a sig-
nificant reduction of the process current efficiency.

In the present invention, the tridimensional dendritic
structures are formed under diffusional control, i.e., when
the electrodeposition process is performed in the limiting
diffusion current, depending on the electrolyte composition.

Dendritic growth is common during electrodeposition of
metals and alloys when the applied current is with the
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diffusion limiting current range. However, dendrites thus
obtained do not show mechanical stability and are therefore
a detrimental effect during electrodeposition.

In the present invention, electrodeposition of the nickel-
cobalt coatings (2) is performed in conductive substrates (1)
from an electrolytic solution containing nickel chloride,
cobalt chloride and boric acid. The nickel-cobalt coatings (2)
may be deposited on stainless steel substrates (1), which
present a low cost, are mechanically stable and show a good
corrosion resistance.

The morphology of the coating is controlled by using a
pulsed cathodic current wave with different intensities. In
this way, it is possible to obtain nanostructured compact
coatings or highly porous dendritic coatings, depending on
the applied current. The nickel-cobalt coatings (2) with
dendritic structure (4) thus obtained are highly porous and
mechanically stable, being supported by a base-layer (3)
formed at the interface with the substrate (1) over which the
dendritic structure (4) is formed. This structure is schemati-
cally represented in FIG. 1.

The combination of nickel chloride and cobalt chloride
solution with the use of the pulsed cathodic current wave
enables the fabrication of nickel-cobalt coatings (1) with a
self-sustained new tridimensional dendritic structure (4) on
conductive substrates using current density one order of
magnitude lower than those reported in the literature [14].

The nickel-cobalt coatings (1) obtained by the process
described in the present invention find important applica-
tions as electrodes for energy storage devices, in particular
supercapacitors.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention refers to an electrodeposition pro-
cess of a nickel-cobalt coating on a substrate, in a conven-
tional electrolytic cell comprising an electrolytic solution
comprising nickel chloride, cobalt chloride and boric acid, in
which solution a cathode, which is the substrate, and an
anode are immersed, characterized by applying a pulsed
cathodic wave current between the cathode and the anode,
wherein the cathodic current upper limit is in the range of -2
to =5 mA/cm?, and the cathodic current lower limit is in the
range of —15 to =50 mA/cm?, and the pulse duration at each
of the superior and inferior cathodic current limit is in the
range of 30 to 200 s.

The present invention also refers to nickel-cobalt coatings
(2), obtained according to the process described above,
comprising a tridimensional dendritic structure (4) sup-
ported by a base-layer (3) at the substrate (1) interface,
characterized by the base-layer (3) having a thickness of 5
to 10% of the nickel-cobalt coating total thickness.

Such nickel-cobalt coatings (2) have applications in the
field of energy storage and conversion, in particular as
electrodes for supercapacitors.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The subject of the current invention is to provide a process
for the deposition of nickel-cobalt coatings (2) on conduc-
tive substrates (1) in an efficient way in which the said
process comprises an anode, a cathode which is the substrate
(1), the immersion of the referred anode and cathode in an
electrolytic solution of divalent nickel and cobalt and the
application of a pulsed cathodic current between the anode
and the cathode.
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It is also referred to the nickel-cobalt coatings (2),
obtained by said process, in a substrate (1), having a
dendritic structure (4) supported by a base-layer (3) at the
substrate (1) interface, thus being mechanically stable. Such
nickel-cobalt coatings (2) are suitable for energy storage and
conversion applications. Divalent nickel and cobalt will be
both present in the electrolytic solution in sufficient quantity
to deposit the nickel-cobalt alloys on the substrate.

Surprisingly, in the present invention, it was found that
the application of a pulsed cathodic current allows the
electrodeposition of nickel-cobalt coatings (2), mechani-
cally stable formed by a dendritic structure (4) and a
base-layer (3), at the interface with the substrate (1), where
the base-layer (3) comprises 5 to 10% of the total thickness
of the nickel-cobalt coatings (2). This structure is schemati-
cally represented in FIG. 1.

Electrodeposition with pulsed current is very common,
typically resulting in denser films (low porosity), homoge-
neous and with better adhesion to the substrate. Thus, it
would not be expected that the application of a cathodic
pulsed current, as described in the present invention, would
have promoted the mechanical stability of the deposited film
while maintaining its porosity.

Characteristically, divalent nickel will be present in a
quantity to provide a nickel concentration in the electrolyte
solution between 0.01 and 1 M, being preferable a sufficient
quantity to provide a nickel concentration in the electrolyte
solution between 0.05 and 0.25 M. Divalent cobalt will be
present in a quantity to provide a cobalt concentration in the
electrolyte solution between 0.01 and 1 M, being preferable
a sufficient quantity to provide a cobalt concentration in the
electrolyte solution between 0.05 and 0.25 M. The total
concentration of metallic ions in solution should be kept
between 0.02 and 2 M, being preferable a value between 0.1
and 0.5 M. The nickel to cobalt concentration ratio in
solution may vary between 0.02 and 2, being preferable a
ratio between 1.5 and 2.

The electrolytic solution also contains boric acid in a
concentration between 0.01 a 0.5 M, preferably 0.5 M. The
solution pH is kept between 3 and 7, being preferable
between 5 and 6. For most operations, the electrolyte will be
kept at room temperature without stirring.

The deposition of the nickel-cobalt coating (2) is per-
formed by application of a pulsed cathodic current wave, for
example square, with different intensities, as represented in
FIG. 2. The upper cathodic limit, designated as i,, will be in
the range between -2 e -5 mA mA/cm?, preferably —3
mA/cm?. The lower cathodic limit designated as i,, will be
in the range between —5 and —100 mA mA/cm?, preferably
between -5 and -10 mA/cm? for the production of nano-
structured compact coatings and between -15 and -50
mA/cm? for the production of coatings with a dendritic
structure (4).

The pulse duration at each current limit varies between 30
and 200 s, being preferable a value between 50 and 100 s.

The deposition time of the nickel-cobalt coating (2) in the
substrate (1) varies widely depending on parameters such as
the nature of the substrate (1) and the thickness of the
desired deposit. Deposition times vary between 5 and 20
minutes for to obtain coatings with 10 and 100 micrometer
thick, respectively.

The cathode, which will be the substrate (1) to be coated,
can be made of any material that allows passing of electric
current. For example, stainless steel due to its high corrosion
resistance and stability at high temperatures will be suitable
for the production of supercapacitor electrodes for energy
storage.
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The anode may be formed by any appropriate material as
long as it does not change the characteristics of the electro-
Iytic solution and does not dissolve or disintegrate in the
electrolytic solution. Platinum anodes or platinum-coated
anodes may be used due to their high conductivity and
chemical stability. Carbon anodes may also be used due to
their high conductivity and corrosion resistance.

The nickel-cobalt coatings (2) obtained in such as way
have a variable morphology depending on the applied cur-
rent lower limit (i,). To be applied as electrodes for super-
capacitors, the most adequate morphology will be a tridi-
mensional dendritic structure formed of a high number of
metallic dendrites, or dendritic structures (4), being each
dendrite formed by a central stem from which secondary
arms irradiate.

In the present invention, the nickel-cobalt coatings (2)
formed by electrodeposition present a dendritic structure (4)
supported by a base-layer (3) at the interface with a substrate
.

The chemical composition of the nickel-cobalt coatings
(2) varies with the value of i, and the electrolyte solution
composition. For electrolytic solutions with a nickel-cobalt
ratio of 1.5, the application of a current square waveform of
i,=—3 mA/cm? and i,=-10 mA/cm® leads to coatings with
40% of nickel. If i,=-30 mA/cm?, the percentage of nickel
in the deposit will be 60%. The morphology of the nickel-
cobalt coatings (2) previously described presents a high
thermal stability, no significant changes being detected after
heat treatment at 800° C.

The process described in the present patent application is
a method for obtaining dendritic deposits that, due to its
innovative parameters, allows:

a rigorous control of the deposits, both at the level of the
base layer characteristics and at the dimension and
shape of the dendrites,

the elimination of anomalous deposition, since the atomic
ratio of nickel-cobalt is similar in the electrolytic
solution and in the deposited coating

obtaining this type of dendritic deposits with an energy
saving above 90%, in relation to current electrochemi-
cal methods.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 schematically shows the dendritic structure of the
nickel-cobalt coatings obtained in the present invention. The
nickel-cobalt coatings (2) present a dendritic structure (4)
supported by a base-layer (3) at the interface with a substrate
.

FIG. 2 schematically shows current square waveform, in
the cathodic regime, applied during the electrodeposition
process of nickel-cobalt coatings (2). The YY-axis refers to
the current density, expressed in mA/cm? and the XX-axis
refers to time, expressed in seconds.

EXAMPLES
Example 1
An aqueous electrolytic solution was prepared containing
0.04 M of nickel chloride hydrate, 0.06 M cobalt chloride
hydrate and 0.5 M boric acid. The solution pH was kept at
5.5.
Example 2

Electrodeposition of a nickel-cobalt coating was per-
formed on a AISI 304 stainless steel substrate (1) from ah
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6

electrolytic solution described in example 1, by applying a
square waveform cathodic current with a upper current limit
of =3 mA/cm?, a lower current limit of -20 mA/cm? in a
deposition time of 1000 s. The nickel-cobalt coatings (2)
thus obtained presented a dendritic structure (4) supported
by a base-layer (3) at the interface with the substrate (1), as
shown in FIG. 1, containing 58% of nickel and 42% of
cobalt.

Example 3

Electrodeposition of a nickel-cobalt coating was per-
formed on a AISI 304 stainless steel substrate (1) from an
electrolytic solution containing 0.06 M of nickel chloride
hydrate, 0.04 M cobalt chloride hydrate and 0.5 M boric acid
by applying a cathodic current square wave with a cathodic
current upper limit of -5 mA/cm? and a cathodic current
lower limit of =35 mA/cm?, with a pulse duration of 50 s and
a deposition time of 1000 s. The resulting nickel-cobalt
coating (2), with an average thickness of 100 micrometers,
was adherent and uniform along the substrate (1) and
presented a dendritic structure (4) supported by a base-layer
(3), with a thickness of 5 micrometers, at the interface with
the substrate (1). The nickel-cobalt coating (2) contains 60%
of nickel and 40% of cobalt.

Example 4

Electrodeposition of a nickel-cobalt coating was per-
formed on a AISI 304 stainless steel substrate (1) from an
electrolytic solution containing 0.01 M of nickel chloride
hydrate, 0.09 M cobalt chloride hydrate and 0.5 M boric acid
by applying a cathodic current square wave with a cathodic
current upper limit of -3 mA/cm? and a cathodic current
lower limit of ~20 mA/em?, with a pulse duration of 50 s and
a deposition time of 2000 s. The resulting nickel-cobalt
coating (2) was adherent and uniform along the substrate (1)
with an average thickness of 100 micrometers, and pre-
sented a morphology in accordance with FIG. 1, having the
base-layer (3), a thickness of 5 micrometers. In these con-
ditions the nickel-cobalt coating (2) contains 90% of cobalt
and 10% of nickel.

Example 5

Electrodeposition of a nickel-cobalt coating was per-
formed on a AISI 304 stainless steel substrate (1) from an
electrolytic solution containing 0.03 M of nickel chloride
hydrate, 0.07 M cobalt chloride hydrate and 0.5 M boric acid
by applying a cathodic current square wave with a cathodic
current upper limit of -3 mA/cm? with 100 s duration and a
cathodic current lower limit of -20 mA/cm* with 50 s
duration, the deposition time being 1200 s. The resulting
nickel-cobalt coating (2) was adherent and uniform along
the substrate (1) with an average thickness of 80 microm-
eters and presented a morphology in accordance with FIG.
1, having the base-layer (3), a thickness of 5 micrometers. In
these conditions the nickel-cobalt coating (2) contains 70%
of cobalt and 30% of nickel.

Example 6

Electrodeposition of a nickel-cobalt coating was per-
formed on a AISI 304 stainless steel substrate (1) from an
electrolytic solution containing 0.03 M of nickel chloride
hydrate, 0.07 M cobalt chloride hydrate and 0.5 M boric acid
by applying a cathodic current square wave with a cathodic
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current upper limit of -5 mA/cm? and a cathodic current
lower limit of -35 mA/cm?, with a pulse duration of 50 s and
a deposition time of 300 s. The resulting nickel-cobalt
coating (2), with an average thickness of 20 micrometers,
was adherent and uniform along the substrate (1) and
presented a dendritic structure (4) supported by a base-layer
(3), with a thickness of 2 micrometers, at the interface with
the substrate (1), as illustrated in FIG. 1.
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The invention claimed is:

1. An electrodeposition process of a nickel-cobalt coating
having a dendritic structure, on a substrate, in an electrolytic
cell comprising immersing a cathode, which is the substrate,
and an anode into an electrolytic solution comprising nickel
chloride, cobalt chloride and boric acid and applying a
pulsed cathodic wave current between the cathode and the
anode to deposit the nickel-cobalt coating on the substrate,
wherein

the cathodic current upper limit is in the range of -2 to -5

mA/cm?®, and the cathodic current lower limit is in the
range of —15 to =50 mA/cm?, and

the pulse duration at each of the superior and inferior

cathodic current limit is in the range of 30 to 200 s.

2. The process according to claim 1, wherein the concen-
tration ratio between nickel and cobalt in the electrolytic
solution is in the range of 0.02 to 2.0.

3. The process according to claim 2, wherein the concen-
tration ratio between nickel and cobalt in the electrolytic
solution is in the range of 1.5 to 2.0.

4. The process according to claim 1, wherein the total
concentration of metallic ions in the electrolytic solution is
in the range of 0.02 to 2.0 M.

5. The process according to claim 4, wherein the total
concentration of metallic ions in the electrolytic solution is
in the range of 0.1 to 0.5 M.

6. The process according to claim 1, wherein the pH of the
electrolytic solution is kept in the range of 3 to 7.

7. The process according to claim 6, wherein the pH of the
electrolytic solution is kept in the range of 5 to 6.

8. The process according to claim 1, wherein the pulse
duration at each current limit is in the range of 50 to 100 s.

9. The process according to claim 1, wherein the depo-
sition time of the nickel-cobalt coating on the substrate is in
the range of 5 to 20 minutes.

10. The process according to claim 1, wherein the cathode
is of stainless steel.



